Abstract. Blue crabs mate immediately after the female's final moult. We tested the influence of female moult stage, sex ratio and male size on the pre-mating behaviour of both sexes, and the ability of males to pair with females and aggressively compete for access to females. We observed crabs in field enclosures and surveyed pre-copulatory mate-guarding patterns in the field. Female behaviour changed as they progressed through the final moult cycle, such that early moult-stage females avoided males, but late moult-stage females initiated pair formation. The changes in female behaviour influenced both the behaviour and pairing capability of males. Males courted and paired with late moult-stage females on their first attempt, but pursued early moult-stage females because their first attempts to pair often failed. In the field, early moult-stage females were paired less often than late moult-stage females. The pre-mating behaviour of both sexes also varied with sex ratio; when males were abundant, males traded courtship for forced capture and females courted less. Large males were more successful at take-overs, but did not pair more often with late moult-stage females, suggesting that large males do not consistently guard for less time than small males. The changes in female behaviour are consistent with the female's need to avoid the costs of guarding and suggest that females influence how pre-copulatory mate guarding occurs in this species.
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Intersexual conflict, when interests in mating differ between the sexes, has influenced the evolution of many male and female sexual behaviours (Trivers 1972; West-Eberhard et al. 1987) . The extent to which male and female interests influence mating will depend on the level of control that each sex can exert on mating (Borgia 1979). In many species, females control when mating occurs because they are receptive for only a short time (Ridley 1983; Thornhill & Alcock 1983) . A male may control his limited opportunity to inseminate the female by temporarily pairing with her prior to mating, also known as pre-copulatory mate guarding or precopula (Parker 1974; Grafen & Ridley 1983 ).
Males control their mating success in a variety of ways. In species with pre-copulatory mate guarding, males mate more frequently by obtaining females that require short mate-guarding times (e.g. Manning 1975; Diesel 1988) . Males also enhance their reproductive success by mating with larger, more fecund females (Ridley & Thompson 1985; Ward 1988) . In many species, large males have advantages in aggressive interactions with other males for access to females and in struggles with females to capture or physically control them (e.g. Berrill & Arsenault 1982 , 1984 Atema 1986; Donaldson & Adams 1989) . As a result, males often have different mating strategies based on their size and the array of their competitors (e.g. Davies & Halliday 1979; Borgia 1980; Shuster 1989) . A mathematical model for predicting the evolutionarily stable duration of precopula based on the differences in aggressive ability between males of different size produced two male mating strategies: (1) as females become rare, males search less and guard longer, because
